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The Eastern and Southern Caribbean (ESC) region is highly vulnerable to natural hazards. In recent years, 
extreme hurricanes have devastated communities and infrastructure in the region and left thousands of 
people without shelter, livelihoods, and services. Caribbean countries incurred an estimated $27 billion 
in losses and damages from natural hazards between 2000 and 2017 (Friar, 2019), and averaged as much 
as 5.7 percent loss of GDP annually due to such disasters (Acevedo, 2016).  The economic impact is 
staggering, making resilience an imperative for the region.

The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) Eastern and Southern Caribbean 
Mission (USAID/ESC) partners with regional and national institutions to support long-term resilience 
to natural hazards. In 2020, USAID/ESC conducted a Resilience Assessment for the ESC region to 
better understand the interplay 
of the region’s socioeconomic, 
environmental, and institutional 
context, the natural hazard and 
human-induced stressors that 
impact its communities and 
development sectors, and the 
spectrum of resilience capacities 
already in place, as shown here 
(Hellmuth et al. 2020).  

The ESC Resilience Assessment 
finds USAID/ESC can invest 
in strengthening the region’s 
resilience ecosystem most 
effectively by:
• Taking systems- and sector-

level approaches
• Focusing on core capabilities 

and sustainable programming
• Supporting and strengthening 

coordination at all levels
• Balancing regional and 

country-specific programming  

The assessment includes country resilience profiles for Barbados, Grenada, Guyana, Saint Lucia, Trinidad 
and Tobago, and this one for Antigua and Barbuda.

https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00X73B.pdf
http://USAID.GOV
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ANTIGUA AND BARBUDA 
Antigua and Barbuda are relatively flat Carribean islands. While many recent development indicators 
show strong economic performance based on a strong tourism sector, the country still struggles with 
poverty, economic inequality, and unemployment. Antigua and Barbuda experience storms, flooding, 
drought, coastal and stream erosion, and earthquakes.  The country is strengthening disaster management 
across sectors, but has not yet fully integrated it into national development planning.

COUNTRY CONTEXT 
ENVIRONMENTAL, SOCIAL, AND ECONOMIC CONTEXT

Environmental

The islands of Antigua and Barbuda are low-lying and relatively flat. As a result, the islands 
lack a significant stream network and surface water. Antigua’s perimeter is a corrugated 
shoreline which cradles beaches and bays. Barbuda features a large lagoon that is important 
for biodiverisy conservation.

The country experiences a dry season (January–April) and wet season (August–November). 
The historical (1901–2016) mean annual temperature is 25.3°C and historical mean annual 
precipitation is 2468.2 mm. Projections indicate that mean annual temperature will rise by 
1.3°C (0.9°C to 1.9°C) and annual precipitation will decrease by 45.7 mm (-277.2 mm to 
101.2 mm) by 2040–2059.1 Annual average rainfall is projected to decrease 30 to 50 percent 
by 2090 (O’Marde 2017; World Bank 2020a; Government of Antigua and Barbuda 2015a).

Social

The country has a population of just under 100,000 people and the median age is 33 years. 
Approximately 97 percent of the population resides in Antigua.  According to the Ministry 
of Finance and Corporate Governance’s 2017 census,  Antigua and Barbuda’s demographic 
makeup is more than 87% black, and around 4% mixed, with the remaining ethnicities being 
white, Hispanic, East Indian, and Amerindian. 

The country ranks relatively high on the UNDP’s Human Development Index for the 
OECS region, based on life expectancy, literacy rate, and GDP per capita. The country has 
experienced immigration from other CARICOM countries due to comparatively strong 
economic performance in the tourism sector. However, there are high levels of inequality, 
with an unemployment rate of 14.1 percent and 29 percent living in poverty or at risk of 
falling into poverty. The highest proportion of unemployed are those under 24 years old 
(O’Marde 2017; PAHO 2017).

Economic

Tourism is the primary economic driver in the country, though heavy dependence on the 
sector has led to volatility in economic growth. Meanwhile, agriculture is responsible for only 
1.8 percent of GDP.

Critical infrastructure systems that support the country are concentrated around the capital 
of St. John’s. The country relies primarily on desalinization and limited groundwater for 
potable water yet experiences daily deficits (O’Marde 2017). 

The country suffers from high debt burden; fiscal stabilization and debt management are 
among priorities in the national development agenda.

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT AND LEGAL FRAMEWORK AFFECTING RESILIENCE 
Key disaster management legislation are the Emergency Powers Act of 1957 and Disaster Management 
Act of 2002. The latter established a national Director of Disaster Preparedness and Response and 

1  Projections represent the model ensemble median under the high emissions scenario (Representative Concentration Pathway 
(RCP) 8.5) and the range of values in parentheses represent the 10th to 90th percentile.
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the National Disaster Preparedness and Response Advisory Committee. Disaster management is 
implemented through the National Office for Disaster Services (NODS) which coordinates closely with 
Caribbean Disaster Emergency Management Agency (CDEMA). The Meteorological Service monitors 
and forecasts weather and coordinates with NODS on early warnings. The Department of Environment 
leads programs related to climate resilience. Furthermore, Antigua and Barbuda serves as the eastern 
Sub-Regional Disaster Emergency Response Focal Point for CDEMA which supports emergency 
response to Anguilla, Montserrat, St. Kitts and Nevis, and the British Virgin Islands (CDEMA 2016).

The draft national comprehensive disaster management policy is intended to integrate comprehensive 
disaster management into national policies and decision-making across sectors (CDEMA 2013b). 
The Sustainable Island Resource Management Zoning Plan guides national physical development. 
The Intended Nationally Determined Contribution (INDC) adaptation targets were developed to 
complement the Sustainable Island Resource Management Zoning Plan to integrate climate change 
resilience into development. The 2015–2020 National Action Plan: Combatting Desertification, Land 
Degradation and Drought includes development of a drought response system (Government of Antigua 
and Barbuda 2015a).

RISK AND RESILIENCE ASSESSMENT 
RISK AND RESILIENCE PROFILE

Priority Risks 
Antigua and Barbuda is particularly exposed to sea level rise and storm surges given the low-lying and 
flat terrain. As in other Caribbean countries, strong winds and heavy rain during storms pose risks to 
the built and natural environment, populations, and economy. Hurricane Irma (2017, Category 5, eye 
of the storm through Barbuda) and Hurricane Maria (2017, Category 5) caused an estimated $136.1 
million in destroyed physical assets in the country, 44 percent of which was in the tourism sector 
and 37 percent in housing (UNDP 2019). The high dependence of the country’s economy on tourism 
increases the vulnerability of livelihoods and the economy to these shocks and stressors. Following 
shocks, such as hurricanes and COVID-19, workers displaced from tourism return to the traditional 
sectors of agriculture and fisheries (O’Marde 2017 and Stakeholder consultations 2020). The country’s 
infrastructure services may face cascading and compounding impacts from natural hazards especially 
because critical assets—including power generation, desalination plants, and the major port and 
airport—are concentrated in the capitol and lack alternative services.

Photo by Phil Hauser on Unsplash
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Recent and projected drought (plus projected declines in average precipitation) are major stressors on 
the country’s water sector, limiting natural freshwater resources. The limited groundwater resources 
experience saltwater intrusion from over withdrawal and are vulnerable to saltwater intrusion from 
sea level rise. Deforestation, which increases runoff, constrains groundwater recharge. Desalination 
accounts for up to 90 percent of freshwater supply during periods of drought. Adaptation targets in the 
country’s INDC include increasing seawater desalination capacity. However, overreliance on desalination 
facilities, currently concentrated in the capitol, increases the potential for serious consequences due to 
storms from both direct damages to coastal facilities and cascading impacts from loss of power.

Resilience Capacities 
Institutional capacity:

•	 Strengths: Antigua and Barbuda has begun initiatives to integrate disaster management across 
sectors. For example, the government led the Antigua and Barbuda Declaration on School 
Safety, including a framework for integration of comprehensive disaster management in the 
education sector; this Declaration has been signed by several other Caribbean countries and 
underpins the Caribbean Safe School Initiative.

•	 Weaknesses: The draft national comprehensive disaster management policy is yet to be 
adopted into law and disaster management is yet to be integrated in the national development 
strategy. Additionally, private sector involvement in disaster risk reduction is limited to mostly 
the telecommunication sector’s engagement in emergency warnings.

Knowledge and technical capacity:
•	 Strengths: Risk mapping in the country is relatively advanced in the region; NODS maintains 

hazard maps which are used by ministries across other sectors (World Bank 2010). NODS 
reviews earthquake monitoring information from the UWI Seismic Research Centre.

•	 Weaknesses: Data to support climate change adaptation planning are outdated or low 
resolution (Government of Antigua and Barbuda, 2017).

Human and community capacity:
•	 Strengths: Government-led initiatives support human capacity at the community level, 

especially for vulnerable populations. For example, one directive of the Department of 
Environment’s Sustainable Island Resource Framework Fund provides financial support for 
vulnerable groups to adapt to climate change impacts, including single-female headed households, 
small businesses, and small-scale farmers. Additionally, NODS undertook efforts for gender-
responsive disaster risk reduction, including a gender-responsive early warning system in 
collaboration with CDEMA and support to the country’s Directorate of Gender Affairs 
on guidelines and trainings for the prevention of gender-based violence in disaster settings 
(Government of Antigua and Barbuda, 2019). Several CSOs, such as the Red Cross and St John 
Association of Antigua and Barbuda, work on disaster risk reduction efforts.

•	 Weaknesses: While NODS facilitates community-level disaster management by providing 
disaster response resources and training to volunteer District Disaster Committees, response 
capacity at the community level can be challenging to manage due to volunteer turnover.

Financial capacity:
•	 Strengths: Antigua and Barbuda has successfully accessed international climate finance funding, 

including partnering with Organization of Eastern Caribbean States and Grenada and Dominica 
for a Green Climate Fund (GFC) project (GCF 2018a). A critical financial mechanism to access 
these funds is the Department of Environment’s Sustainable Island Resource Framework Fund, 
established in 2015, which serves as the primary channel for environmental and climate change 
funding from both international and domestic sources.

http://USAID.GOV
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CURRENT STATUS OF THE COUNTRY’S RESILIENCE MEASURES
The table provides a snapshot of illustrative ongoing resilience measures in the country and is not meant 
to be comprehensive.

Program Name Entity
Status: Year(s)  

and Size ($)
Description

Barbuda Housing 
Recovery Project 
(UNDP 2019f)

Sponsor: European 
Union
Implementer: 
UNDP

2019–2021
$5.7 million

Housing recovery for the most vulnerable 
populations from Hurricane Irma damages. 
Capacity building of the local population enhanced 
to prevent or cope with future shocks through 
increased knowledge of standardized resilient 
construction techniques.

Resilience to 
hurricanes in the 
building sector 
in Antigua and 
Barbuda

Sponsor: GCF
Implementer: 
Department of 
Environment

$46.2 million

Climate-proofing interventions for critical public 
services and community buildings. Mainstream 
climate change adaptation into the building sector. 
Strengthen climate information services within the 
building sector to facilitate early action.

SOURCES FOR ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

•	 Country Document for Disaster Risk Reduction: Antigua and Barbuda, 2016.

•	 Antigua and Barbuda Disaster Management Act.

•	 Antigua and Barbuda Second National Communication to the UNFCCC.
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https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/54920_annex04drrcdantiguaandbarbuda.pdf
https://www.preventionweb.net/files/21374_15285disasterlawsofantigua20021.pdf
https://unfccc.int/documents/67473
http://USAID.GOV
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